Unfortunately no book on China provides exactly what is required. Experiential learning can be taught through role plays, simulations and mock negotiations but hippocket lessons and emotional tears go beyond reading texts. As Kriz and Keating 2 assert, relationship-oriented business practices are learnt by doing rather than talking.
The Chinese liken it to the popular Western allegory of being "thrown in the deep end and having to swim." However, this challenge not withstanding, all three texts provide valuable insights to guide outsiders who wish to do business in China.
Hopefully, the information contained in these texts speeds up the learning curve and helps to avoid many of the pitfalls that have afflicted others before them.
An understanding of the key drivers of Chinese business behaviour is important; as Nisbett's Geography of Thought (New York, US: Free Press, 2003) explains, Asians and Westerners have very different modes of thinking. Much of the difference in thinking is often attributed to divergent worldviews that have been inspired by contrasting philosophical, historical and linguistic origins. To this end, Liu suggests that a book that sets out to guide lǎo wài should be "…designed to help Western readers to perceive businesses in China from a Chinese perspective and through the lens of Chinese logic" (xiii). To illustrate the inherent differences and varied ways of thinking between Western and Eastern logic, Liu uses the metaphor of Chinese and Western medicine. Liu notes Western medicine's linear cause and effect approach that starts with symptoms, testing, and then medical treatment whereas Chinese medicine uses a circular, holistic approach:
[F]irst seek the cause of the symptoms by taking a holistic view…generally employing four diagnostic methods: interrogation, inspection, auscultation and olfaction and pulse-taking and palpitation. The condition is then often treated using different methods such as herbal medicine, cupping, breathing technique therapy, plaster, acupuncture and massage. (xiii)
Our review seeks to make its contribution against this backdrop. Using an interpretive framework that incorporates culture, philosophy, history, strategy and relationships, we seek to answer the "why" behind Chinese business rather than the "what" and "how." These three texts have been selected because, when combined, they provide the novice reader of Chinese business with appropriate tools and knowledge to avoid many of the pitfalls Western businesspeople have experienced.
The conclusion of this article discusses this in ample detail. To do justice to the texts the rest of the review is broken up into five sections. The first section provides a detailed overview of each text. From this overview, it becomes clear that while the texts enjoy some level of commonality, many subtle differences warrant attention.
These are discussed in more depth in the four subsequent sections under the following interpretive themes: (i) culture and philosophy; (ii) historical overlay; (iii) strategic orientation; and (iv) relationships and connections. Figure 1 presents these themes graphically, highlighting that doing business in China is inextricably linked to a good understanding of each of these themes. 
Overview of the Three Texts
The three texts that are the focus of this review were selected because they each have a complementary perspective on the challenge confronting non-Chinese businesspersons wanting to expand their business into China. The authors consider variations in ethnicity and language before progressing to culture, and in turn, the oft-forgotten issue of food-which Ambler et al. refer to as the ninth art as it is recognised within China. To capture the regional differences, the authors nominate 12 regions that they believe have distinctive characteristics worthy of note. These include ( Another important addition to the text is the focus on science and technology.
China has a long tradition of technological development; this is an important reminder that China is serious about its science and technology plans. Tian also has a section on such issues; however, it becomes a little trapped in the Western notion of research and development and optimal location. Liu notes that the overseas educated Chinese will have an important impact here. As he identifies, this population now includes more than 100,000 Chinese students going abroad each year to complete undergraduate and postgraduate study. "…it is a common-place irony that three inventions which helped to establish western world hegemony -the magnetic compass, gunpowder and the printing press -had been known in China for centuries before they appeared in Europe" (p.680).
Needham's extensive study on the subject, discussed earlier, has led to what is commonly referred to as the Needham question-namely, why did China fall away while the Western world benefited from industrialisation?
In With a strong emphasis on history, it is not surprising that Liu takes a more circumspect view of strategy, providing a detailed narrative on numerous works on past Chinese military strategists. This is unique to this business text and is likely to be uncommon in more general texts. Liu acknowledges the rich tradition of stratagem and how it has been used in "…politics, commerce, warfare, diplomacy, and in cultural and social activities" (p.61). In Sun Tsu tradition, the ultimate victory, as Liu points out, is won through cunning, resourcefulness and astuteness and not through fighting. Liu also offers colourful vignettes to reinforce the nature of Chinese stratagem. For instance, on one occasion he refers to a commonly told story credited
to Sun Tsu about the King and General who wagered on three races between different paired horses. The King has first choice of horse and has the advantage. Sun Tsu advises the General to pit his worst against the best-a race he subsequently loses.
The General's best horse then races against the King's second best while his next best (second) is pitted against the King's worst. While the General forgoes the first race, he is victorious in the remaining two, and is therefore the winner overall. Liu relates this vignette to products and modern business and how Asians and Japanese often compete.
While Liu provides a comprehensive overview of Sun Tsu's key pillars, and effectively relates many Sun Tsu sayings to anecdotes about doing business in China, this discussion is a little one-sided. This is a real weakness because one could easily identify numerous counter cases that show no correlation. This is not simply a weakness here. Similar claims have also been made against using this type of analogy in business texts and articles; a range with counter cases seems to be a better option. Liu pays less attention to guānxì than the other two books. But what he presents is insightful. By contrast, he drops the narrative and proceeds to delve into a conceptual refinement of the rationality and role of guānxì, linking the importance of guānxì to a two-by-two matrix comparing the nature of exchange and the level of market regulation. He proposes that guānxì is extremely important in a regulated industry that is operating in a seller's market, where buyers must rely on guānxì to secure supply. Alternatively, it is less rational he suggests to be using guānxì in a nonregulated industry where the balance of power rests with the buyer. While there is no empirical evidence to support Liu's claims, he does offer some interesting anecdotes to reinforce his framework. In particular, he is quite successful in illustrating how guānxì in Chinese markets differs significantly from the typical linear transactional processes that are commonplace in the West.
Tian takes a somewhat radical approach to his discussion of guānxì. He concurs with the other texts on many of the main issues, but then proceeds to offer a comprehensive strategic overview of how foreigners could operationalise guānxì. The latter point alludes to the importance of maintaining propriety and avoiding engaging in guānxì that is perceived as untoward and illegal. To this end, the author cautions readers about the blatant use of the back door, highlighting a case where a US company was prosecuted under the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act. The complexity of guānxì, particularly at a cross-cultural level, will inevitably lead to continued debate and scrutiny. Importantly, armed with the knowledge imparted by these three texts a lǎo wài will have much better understanding of the relationshiporientation of the Chinese market; at this stage guānxì really does appear to form one of the key stones for a river crossing.
Concluding comments
For the Western managers about to embark on their first tour of duty it is easy to offer some simple advice-read Liu's Chinese Business: Landscapes and Strategies. This text offers the novice businessperson with an easy read of the historical, cultural and philosophical underpinnings of the basics of Chinese social-cum-business life. It will also overcome much of the unnecessary culture shock that confronts many lǎo wài entering China for the first time. China is a society built on relationships; the key to success in any such society is to begin with knowledge of oneself. Sun Tsu acknowledged the importance of understanding "oneself" [first and foremost] before assessing the troops and environmental challenge that lay ahead; this concept is elaborated on well by Liu.
In addition to Liu, we concur with Ambler et al.'s suggestion that those new to China should acquaint themselves with some of the classics. For instance, the Confucian Analects will offer the novice much wisdom about Chinese thinking.
However, when it comes to understanding human behaviour it is hard to go past Sun Tsu's Art of War. This is quite an achievement for a treatise created well over 2000 years ago. In this regard, it has often been documented that the Chinese see business as a zero-sum game. To them it is not about win-win but historically it is built on the belief that if someone wins then someone else must inevitably lose. In this hegemony, defeat is not simply about loss but about growing empires and total submission. This is well illustrated in the ancient game of wéi qí. The simplicity of the game appears at first very tempting; however, mastering success soon becomes dependent on the complex use of stratagem, which in this game it is often about building an empire.
Like guānxì, stratagem is not something taught; rather, it is programmed into the Chinese psyche. Although Ambler et al. provide a strong historical and philosophical backdrop (albeit less developed than Liu), their work is very pragmatic and is essentially concerned with combating the modern business and marketing terrain. To revisit Deng Xiaoping's stepping stone metaphor, the lǎo wài should look carefully when stepping across a river and searching for the stones. This text seems to be an appropriate mid-range step for helping to refine your understanding, particularly as already suggested, after reading Lui and several key writings on Chinese culture, history and philosophy.
Tian's book is markedly different from the other two texts; to some extent it can be considered an optional read that is specific to the needs of larger trans-national business managers. While there is certainly significant value to be derived from his insightful discussion of stratagem, much of the text is dedicated to the larger business and the applicability of traditional international business theory to the Chinese setting.
In line with the stepping stone metaphor, Tian can be considered one of those stones near the shore that some can choose to jump over knowing that at worst they may get a little wet, but are unlikely to put themselves in any great jeopardy. But as holism is an important attribute of the Chinese, it may be better to think of our analysis in terms of two being better than one, and three being better than two. Tian has its own unique elements. When combined with the other two texts, it will make the lǎo wài's river crossing much less difficult-though in China we can never say easy. 
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